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On May 20-23, in Managua, the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) held its second Party
Congress. The approximately 500 delegates present gave a clear mandate to current FSLN SecretaryGeneral Daniel Ortega to continue his leadership of the party. Ortega and his supporters in the
party called for adherence to the FSLN's traditional revolutionary roots, rejecting demands by others
in the party for far-reaching reforms and a new political and ideological platform. Women also
won a major victory during the Congress, gaining five seats on the party's National Directorate
(Direccion Nacional).
Sergio Ramirez, head of the Sandinista bench in the National Assembly, was resoundingly defeated
at the Congress, as he had been the principal advocate of sweeping changes in leadership and in
the political direction of the party. Delegates voted not to reelect Ramirez to his post on the National
Directorate. Major decisions adopted by the Congress delegates included:
Daniel Ortega was reelected to a three-year term as FSLN Secretary-General; * The FSLN's National
Directorate was increased to 15 members. Sergio Ramirez and Jaime Wheelock both lost their posts
on the Directorate, while Henry Ruiz, Victor Tirado, Tomas Borge, Bayardo Arce, Luis Carrion, Rene
Nunez, and Daniel Ortega were all successful in their bids to remain. New members elected to the
National Directorate were Victor Hugo Tinoco, Monica Baltodano, Lumberto Campbell, Benigna
Mendiola, Dora Maria Tellez, Rene Vivas, Dorotea Wilson, and Mirna Cunningham.
* The Sandinista Assembly (Asamblea Sandinista) the maximum party authority between
congresses was increased from 120 to 135 members;
* Party rules were changed to allow for election of 68 of the 135 Assembly members based on
geographical representation, with each of the country's departments and Atlantic Coast autonomous
regions assigned a proportionate number of seats based on population. Those delegates will be
elected by party members in their district, rather than by delegates to the Congress;
* The new National Directorate will meet weekly; the Sandinista Assembly will meet four times per
year; and the Party Congress every three years.
The FSLN was born as a guerrilla organization in the mountains of northern Nicaragua in 1960 with
the objective of overthrowing the dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza. After ousting Somoza in 1979,
the Sandinistas assumed leadership of the country, with Daniel Ortega emerging first as head of the
ruling junta and, after national elections held in 1984, as president. Sergio Ramirez served as his vice
president. After coming to power in 1979, the FSLN began the transformation from a clandestine
military organization to a legal political party. Engaged throughout most of the 1980s in a war with
US-backed counterrevolutionary forces, the FSLN never managed to shed its vertical decisionmaking structure, centered on the leadership of the National Directorate.
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The nine-man directorate that was in control when the FSLN entered Managua in 1979 remained
unchanged throughout the years in which the Sandinistas were in power. The first change occurred
after the FSLN lost the 1990 elections to Violeta Barrios de Chamorro. Daniel Ortega's brother,
Gen. Humberto Ortega, resigned from the National Directorate to continue as army chief under
the Chamorro administration. Gen. Ortega was replaced by Sergio Ramirez, keeping the number
of Directorate members at nine. After the death of Directorate member Carlos Nunez, his brother
Rene was named to the Directorate. Since its founding, the FSLN has always been a party that has
incorporated diverse political tendencies. During the 1970s and 1980s, these differences were largely
subordinated for the sake of maintaining party unity in the face of the military struggle, first against
the dictatorship, then against the US-backed counterrevolution.
In seeking to redefine the party in the wake of its 1990 election loss, new divisions have surfaced.
In contrast to the earlier periods, however, the current leadership disputes and differences over
political strategy have been conducted, for the most part, in full public view. Indeed, over the
past four years, it has been increasingly difficult for the FSLN to maintain the facade of unity. As
positions became more acrimonious, many Sandinistas looked to this Congress to recapture party
unity and place the FSLN on more solid ground as it moves toward the 1996 general elections.
Within that objective, the approximately 500 delegates had the task of electing a new National
Directorate, electing members for the Sandinista Assembly, and setting party direction, priorities,
and strategies to try to recapture popular support. For the first time, internal party decisions were
made by secret ballot.
The most polemic agenda item at the Congress was the election of secretary-general of the party.
Daniel Ortega emerged from the voting the clear winner, with 287 votes. Ortega and his supporters,
often referred to as the "orthodox" or "hard-line" faction, called for faithfulness to the revolutionary
history of the party and unbending support to the cause of the poor. Challenging Ortega was his
former vice president Sergio Ramirez. Ramirez's faction is referred to as the "pragmatic" group,
advocating sweeping changes in the FSLN's political positions as well as internal democratization of
party structures.
During recent months disagreements between Ortega and Ramirez had become increasingly bitter
and divisive. As party militants began to publicly support one or the other position, party treasurer
and National Directorate member Henry Ruiz managed to stay above the fray and refrained from
siding with either Ortega or Ramirez. Some party members began to float his name as a compromise
and unity candidate for secretary- general, representing all those Sandinistas who were not
identified with either faction. As the Congress neared, Ramirez opted to throw his support behind
Ruiz. Former national police chief, Rene Vivas, summed up the two positions as disagreements
between "those of us who are struggling to preserve the revolutionary essence of the FSLN," and
"those who want to separate the party from the base and transform it into a petite bourgeoisie
party." He said that while the differences cannot be resolved overnight, at least the Congress was
willing to debate openly the divisions that exist.
Jesuit priest and former minister of education Fernando Cardenal expressed his concern about the
seriousness of the divisions, saying, "The problem is political and also personal, and neither an
embrace nor a document will resolve it." The Congress also debated the participation of women and
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youth in party leadership. Although 83% of the voting delegates were men, a commitment was made
to elect women to at least 30% of the positions on the National Directorate and in the Sandinista
Assembly. Despite years of complaints by women in the party about their lack of representation
in top leadership posts, this was the first time that their demands received a positive response. A
similar petition was made to be more attentive to the voice of youth, defined as those under 30 years
of age. Only 5.7% of the delegates were under 30. The Congress approved a motion to elect youth to
10% of the seats for the next congress.
A surprising rebuff was delivered at the Congress to Tomas Borge, the party's sole surviving
founding member. Borge was the chief sponsor of a proposal to create a new position of FSLN party
president, a post for which he was the only candidate. Although the proposal appeared to receive a
warm reception when it was introduced, the actual vote resulted in a 189-189 tie. In view of the lack
of support for the measure, Borge withdrew the motion altogether. Borge was instead appointed as
Ortega's deputy within the National Directorate. Some analysts saw the vote against creating a party
president as settling accounts with Borge for what many consider his overly authoritarian leadership
style.
After the Congress ended, Ortega called on party members, especially those who were unsuccessful
in their election bids, to be "humble" and avoid "destructive reactions," and to support the decisions
of the Congress to "truly strengthen the unity of the FSLN." Ortega said he was confident that
those party members who had lost their positions would continue working for the party without
resentment. Immediately after Ramirez's defeat, there were rumors that he would resign from
the party. However, on May 24 Ramirez told reporters he had no intention of leaving and would
continue his struggle for change from within the party. There was also speculation that the Ortega
faction would seek to have Ramirez removed from his position as head of the Sandinista bench
in the National Assembly. According to the party statutes, elected deputies are responsible
for choosing the bench leader. After the 39-member FSLN delegation gave Ramirez a vote of
confidence, he agreed to stay in the name of party unity.
It remains to be seen whether the results of the FSLN Congress will bring greater unity or whether
the serious political, ideological and philosophical divisions will continue to sap the strength of the
party, further eroding its grassroots support. The director of the FSLN-owned newspaper Barricada,
Carlos Fernando Chamorro, said, "The post-Congress challenge is to channel this political torrent,
and translate it into opposition political action, to once again give Sandinismo the initiative that will
permit it to move forward toward the 1996 elections." However, because of his stance in favor of
party reform, Chamorro's job could be on the line in the wake of the Ortega faction's victory. Several
party members expressed concern that the winners will carry out a "purge" against their opponents,
indicating that there will probably be a move during the coming period to make Barricada more
reflective of the "official" party line.
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